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	1. Chapter 1: The Storm is Raging

**This fanfiction is based off of Walt Disney's "The Little Mermaid", not the original story. It is genderbent, mainly with the main characters. I've changed the story of it a little bit as well, and like I said, this story is **_**based**_** off of it, not a direct correlation.**

**Disclaimer: I do not own the story of The Little Mermaid, or any of the characters. The movie on which this fanfiction is based belongs to Walt Disney Pictures and Walt Disney Feature Animation.**

* * *

><p>Chapter 1: The Storm is Raging<p>

"Really, boy. You'd think that after eighteen years, you'd actually be good at this."

Arden sighed. He looked up at his lifelong instructor, Steffan, who had a look of disappointment in his eyes. "I'm sorry," he replied, shrugging. "Perfect etiquette is Dad's thing, not mine."

"As heir to the sea, you need to have perfect etiquette. Royals and courtiers from all around are going to be interacting with you, and if you can't handle perfect posture and saying the right things, how can you possibly think they'll have faith in you to rule as responsibly as your father has for the past twenty years?" Steffan was swishing his tail back and forth in the way he did when he was losing his patience, specifically with Arden.

Arden knew he couldn't really object to or deny any of it. In a way, he was ready to take on the responsibility. It just intimidated him immensely that he'd have to live up to the high standards his father had left in his wake.

That being said, that didn't mean he wouldn't try to object.

"Come on, Steffan! Just because I don't swim with the grace of a dolphin doesn't mean I'm not cut out for this."

"Oh, it's not the swimming I'm worried about." Steffan appraised him before pulling out a seaweed scroll, reading off of it. "Let's see here. Just this week, you've missed two etiquette lessons, you were late to your father's quarterly leadership meeting, your fourteen-year-old brother beat you in a fighting match, you ruined several statue pieces in the coral gardens, you forgot your younger brother's seventh birthday party, and let's not forget the complete disaster your courting session with Lady Katrina was. Need I continue?"

"Okay, okay, I get it! I'm doing a horrible job at all of this. I feel the pressure, thanks. Look, I've been here for two hours. Can't I just go?" Arden didn't even wait for a reply. He was already up and off as fast as his fins could carry him.

"Arden, don't swim away from me! We still have things to discuss!" Steffan's calls were only muffled vibrations in the water as the distance between them increased.

* * *

><p>Arden didn't exactly make it a habit to be incredibly observant, but he supposed he should have looked where he was going when he crashed into his sixteen-year-old brother, Adrian.<p>

"Whoa! Watch it, Arden." Adrian held his hands up, steadying his merman kin. Adrian was like a duplicate of their father, with the broad shoulders and paler skin and brown hair. Arden looked startlingly different with his skin being slightly darker and having hair the color of light sand on the shores. His late mother had had the same white blond color. She was the only member of their family to have had it, other than Arden.

"Sorry. Attentiveness isn't my forte, Adrian. You know that."

"I'm starting to wonder if anything is, Arden. If it weren't for your voice being the most beautiful sound anyone's ever heard, ladies would run from you like mad. If you don't have their attention, I don't think there'd be much use for you." Of course, Adrian said all this in kind. They were the teasing sort, the two of them. That was the nature of their relationship.

"And if it weren't your obvious ego, I'm not sure there'd be much use for you, either," Arden retorted, grinning. He quickly grabbed Adrian in a tight hold and rubbed his hair.

"Ack! Hey, let go!" Adrian struggled under his older brother's grip.

After a few more seconds, Arden laughed and relented. Adrian let out a chuckle of his own and then grew somber. "Off to dwell in your own thoughts again, I take it?"

Adrian was also the only one to know about the cave.

Arden scratched the back of his head. "You know me better than anyone."

Adrian sighed and looked around before leaning in close. "Make it quick. It's getting darker, and Father will want to speak with you."

Arden thanked him, patted his shoulder, and swam off. Yes, Father would be looking for him. He groaned at the thought.

* * *

><p>Arden made his way to his own private seclusion, which was a cave with no way to get in but through a narrow tunnel hidden in the water. It was something that no one else could know about because it was pretty much swimming to the surface, which was never done. There was a hole in the top of the cave that opened up to the clear blue sky above. Arden would never admit it aloud, but he always enjoyed filling his lungs with air more than filtering the water through his gills.<p>

This was also a place where he collected human artifacts that he discovered inside sunken ships down on the sea floor. Arden enjoyed venturing down there mostly because of the thrill of danger—another thing he was sure his father would _love_ to hear about—but picking up a couple souvenirs for the journey back wouldn't hurt.

Plus, he liked the way the different metals and gems and materials gleamed in the sunlight.

Arden must have been there for hours, because by the time he'd actually remembered where he was and where he was supposed to be, the entire cave had gone dark except for the light of the moon and stars. Though even they were beginning to go dark—clouds were moving in. Arden turned to go, but just on the edges of his hearing, he picked up on the sound of a boat crashing through the waves. His curiosity was piqued—he'd never been close to a ship that wasn't already sunk. His hesitation lasted only a second—he was probably already in trouble, what was a little more? Without another thought, he dove back down into the water, making his way out of the cave and around so he could break through the actual surface of the water.

It was incredibly dark now, with the clouds covering the whole sky, and the waves were crashing just a bit harder. The only light he could see was that of the ship, sailing on towards land, just a dozen or so miles from its current position. Arden began to swim up towards it, his fins trembling with his giddy excitement. He was behaving like a little boy, really. He didn't feel guilty about it.

As he came close he hugged his body to the side of the boat so as not to be seen. He heard shouts and laughter aboard, and he craned his neck just enough to see. There were several men aboard, as expected, and they seemed to be drinking something—what, Arden couldn't tell. There was music playing and many were dancing. Arden watched their footwork in awe, trying to imitate the movements with his tail.

"Come on, lass, join in. You've done enough swabbing for now. We're near shore, anyway. We should be there within the hour," one brute man spoke, a very large man with a scraggly beard. Whomever he was speaking to was blocked from Arden's view.

"I'm quite alright here, sir. You needn't worry yourself." A lilting female voice drifted its way to Arden, and he tried to look around and see who was speaking.

"Ah, come on. It's just a wee bit of fun." The man shuffled a bit, and Arden could see the ankles of a girl just behind him.

"I thank you to leave me be, sir."

"Well, you're a feisty one, aren't you, lass?" He approached her more forcefully and she tried to duck around him, the movement bringing her fully into view. Her long ebony hair gleamed in the dim lighting aboard the ship. She was clutching something in her hand. The man snatched her wrist and shook her.

"Ah, forget it. You're not worth the trouble." He tossed her away, and she dropped the thing in her hand in the process. She dove after it, bringing her much closer to Arden's view. She picked it up—it was some sort of chain attached to a pendant—and rubbed her thumb over it. Her face was wistful. Arden shifted closer without thinking and she looked up briefly at the sound. Their eyes met. He froze. She froze.

The crack of lightning broke through the air and struck the ship, breaking them both out of their reverie.

Arden didn't know how he hadn't noticed before. It was turning into a full blown storm. The ship was starting to break in half right where the lightning had struck, and flames were spreading fast, the rain sputtering in its attempts to put them out. Arden backed away, his eyes filled with panic. He surveyed the scene, trying to figure out what to do. Lifeboats were being quickly lowered down, and one was even already paddling towards shore, fighting against the torrent of waves. Arden could see the lighthouse from his position. It was faint, but it was there, and Arden knew the humans would make it. He debated turning around and making himself scarce, but he caught sight of the girl. She was beginning to sink under the water, and by the look of her faint struggles, she was about to fall unconscious. As she slipped beneath the surface, Arden dove after her as fast as he could. It was a struggle, with the water swirling around him, but eventually he caught hold of her and held her fast to his side.

Breaking the surface, he discovered that conditions above weren't any better. On the way to shore, he almost lost his grip on the girl, but he grit his teeth and fought against his tired muscles. The crashing of the waves on his body stung his skin. It was a pain and a weariness he'd never felt before.

It seemed a decade before he finally reached shore, and he hauled the girl's unconscious body onto the wet sand. The storm was beginning to recede, and the waves were becoming less powerful. He dragged himself up to her, looking down at her face. She was in a fitful unconscious state, restless. Not knowing what else to do, he began to sing to her—softly, barely above a hum. As he sang, she slowly relaxed her brow, and her face muscles lost their tension. Soon she was still and serene. He took a closer look at her as he quieted down to a hum so hushed it was barely audible. She seemed so young, no older than sixteen. He hesitated before reaching forward to touch her face. His fingertips grazed her forehead, her nose, her closed eyelids. He breathed in wonder. He'd never been this close to a human before.

He stayed with her until the sun rose, when he felt her begin to stir. Arden jumped at the first movement of her body and vanished before she could catch sight of him.

He swam back home as quickly as he could, and it was only then that he remembered. He groaned. His father was going to kill him. Arden suspected that he would never see the surface again. He and the girl would never meet again.

* * *

><p><strong>First chapter done! What do you think? I'm hoping to get more into the girl's perspective next time, so we'll see what she remembers of the whole ordeal, and what she thinks of it. I'm really excited about this story. I have a lot of ideas for it that I'm excited to execute. Remember, review review review! <strong>


	2. Chapter 2: I Have to See Her Again

**Chapter 2, here we go! Longer chapter, too. Don't forget to review!**

**We're going to be getting into the girl's perspective in this chapter. Her name's Estelle, in case anyone is confused when it comes up.**

**I've strayed from the classic Ariel look for Arden, I know. Some of you will be upset by that, and for that I apologize. Not really though. I just like the idea of him with blonde hair better. I didn't stray from Eric's coloring for Estelle because, let's be honest, any person with black hair and blue eyes is goddamn gorgeous.**

**I do not own the Little Mermaid or its characters. They belong to the Walt Disney film company.**

* * *

><p>Chapter 2: I Have to See Her Again<p>

"I swear boy, when I'm through with you, even your own mother won't recognize you." Father was seething with rage. "You skip out early on your etiquette lessons, you have your brother lie for you, and then you disappear for the entire duration of the night? Just what was it that you were doing?!"

King Triton was known for his temper, at least to Arden he was. It seemed that every time Arden talked to his father, he was on the receiving end of a long lecture. Rightfully done, given, but it still bothered him. Arden sat and listened to his father's rant for a good twenty minutes or so, and gave up on trying to argue. He didn't want to anger his father further. He knew he deserved it.

"I know, Father," Arden said after Triton finished. "I'm deeply sorry. I know I've been acting like an outright fool. Please tell me what it is I can do to make it up to you."

Triton sat for a minute, silent, not used to this kind of compliance from Arden. After studying him for a bit, he said, "I've decided to hold a ball tomorrow night. It will seem like nothing but a joyous party to the public, but its sole purpose is for you to find a future bride. I would prefer it if you had a wife and an heir within a year. I'm sure this comes as no surprise to you."

No. Arden wasn't surprised. He did his best to hide his hesitation and disappointment, though. "Yes, Father."

Triton blinked and straightened, puffing his chest out. "Well, boy. I'm glad we've come to good terms with this. Steffan will guide you through your prep for the ball tomorrow. I expect you to be on your best behavior—dress nice and chat with the pretty girls. I'd prefer if the one you choose to betroth is a woman of status. You've already got a dwindling reputation as it is; you need as much help as you can get."

The amount of faith Triton had in his son was staggering.

"I will do as you say, Father. I hope not to disappoint you." Arden bowed and swam away to his quarters, mentally preparing himself for the following night. It wasn't that he disliked interacting with the mermaids. He quite enjoyed flirting from time to time. But marriage? And an heir? Gods, it was a lot to take in.

"I haven't seen you this depressed since you got your play tridents taken away at age ten." Arden turned to see Adrian swim in, sporting a teasing grin.

"Oh, you mean just as depressed as you were when our brothers hid your pet seahorse from you at age twelve?"

"Ha ha, very funny, Arden."

"I know."

"Seriously, though. Seeking out a bride for tomorrow. No pressure or anything."

"I'm not going to sit here and complain about it. There are worse fates." Arden sighed, flopping down on one of the lounges. "I know I seem like nothing more than a rebellious brat, but I do understand why I go through hours of battle training and politics and etiquette classes. I understand why Father wants me to be married with a child in the next year. He is getting old. He's not going to be here forever. And I need to be prepared to take his place."

Adrian nodded, not saying anything. He swam up to lounge beside his brother. "I don't think finding a wife will be all that hard either. A lot of the mermaids showing up tomorrow night have heard you sing before; they already think the sun shines out your tail."

"Shut up," Arden laughed.

They sat in comfortable silence for a bit. "At least you get your pick. Who knows? You might actually like one of them."

For some reason, in that moment, Arden thought of the human girl with the pendant.

* * *

><p>Estelle woke on the beach, the rising sun bright in her blurred vision. She groaned, stretching a bit, trying to get a grasp on her surroundings. She clenched her fingers slightly and discovered the wet sand beneath her palms. She was a little cold, her clothes slightly damp. Her skin seemed dry, though, her lips chapped. She smelled seawater all around her, especially on herself. Even the taste of salt water was on her tongue. The sound of crashing waves around her confirmed that she was on the beach—somewhere.<p>

Her hand subconsciously went to her neck and found it empty. Instantly alert, she sat up, beginning to panic. She squeezed her other hand, felt around her wrists, looked in the sand around her, felt in and around her muggy dress. Nothing. Her bottom lip trembled, a quiet sorrow settling on her. Her locket—it was missing. Her family heirloom, the only trinket she owned that meant anything, was gone.

She stood up shakily, like a newborn foal. She let herself gain her balance for a moment before she walked down the edge of the beach, looking around. She hummed to herself as she walked, some tune that she couldn't quite recall the origin—from a dream, perhaps. The coast itself was unfamiliar, but the surrounding nature was. It reminded her of home.

That's when she stopped—stopped walking, humming, everything. All that had happened the previous night began to dawn back on her. The ship taking her home, the stocky man snatching her wrist and cornering her, the boy in the water…. And the lightning strike. All she remembered up to that point was waking up on the beach. How she ended up there, she couldn't determine.

She thought about it, though. She couldn't have been rescued by the other people on the ship—they would have brought her into town or tried to wake her up. There was a chance that they'd just left her on the beach, but that chance was miniscule. No one came from land to come get her—she would have died by then. She recalled the boy in the water again. Bringing up his face in her mind only required a little effort—the events of the previous night before she fell unconscious were incredibly vivid. The sandy blond hair, the pale skin, the vibrant sea green eyes…. The recollection of the bare skin of his upper half made her blush slightly. She'd only seen a handful of such sights in her lifetime. She shook her head, trying to clear her thoughts of that and focus on the task at hand. Yes, she was certain. She didn't know how it was possible, but he had to be the one who'd carried her to shore. It seemed so plain and simple now. The way he'd been sitting, wanting to stay hidden, ready to jump up and leave, but the look in his eyes—as if he wanted to stay.

She needed to get back to town. She didn't think he'd be there, but maybe someone had seen him pass by. Plus, she was eager to get home to her mother. She pressed her palm to her neck again—where her missing locket used to be. She clenched that hand into a fist, and began to trudge up the beach with a renewed determination.

* * *

><p>Arden studied his reflection—his scales were freshly scrubbed and buffed, their bluish green hue free of seaweed and sand residue. He hated his scrubbing sessions. It was always an uncomfortable experience. It couldn't be helped. This was the way mermen cleaned up to look nice—a shiny clean tail. That, along with the royal sash made out of ocean plants and the like, was what Arden would be wearing to the ball tonight. It wasn't as much of a hassle as he was sure it was for the mermaids—hair weaving and decorative accessories were only the beginning. Scale polishing was enough without all that.<p>

Later on, Arden stood at his father's right hand, with his brothers lined up chronologically beside him. Steffan stood at Triton's left, as the secretary always did. The musicians were beginning to warm up their instruments, and the doors to the ballroom were almost ready to open. When they did, each individual lady and courtier would be introduced. Arden's job was to nod politely at each introduction and keep an eye out for a lady that caught his eye. There were dozens of them coming—how hard would it be to choose one of them?

The glittering mermaids were beautiful, Arden readily admitted. Each one was poised, gentle, and graceful. Each one was stunning in her own way. But none of them stood out to him.

Triton must have seen the look of disappointment on Arden's face, because he leaned over and said, "Go out and dance with them. You're not going to grow attached to one mermaid just by looking at her. Dance, talk. Pick out one you like. Go on."

Arden sighed and complied. He approached the crowd and the musicians prepared for the first dance. Arden extended his hand to the first mermaid he saw—a courtier that seemed a few years older than him, with orange hair and hazel eyes. Her bodice was compiled of multicolored seashells, and her freshly polished tail gleamed red in the lighting.

"Excuse me, my lady. Would you honor me in joining me for the first dance?" Arden smiled politely at her.

She beamed at him and bowed. "I would be delighted, your highness." She straightened and took his hand, and he led her to the middle of the dance floor. He placed a hand on her waist and the music began.

The dance was nothing special. They danced. They made polite discussion. That's all there was to it. By the time the music ended, he bowed, thanked her, and moved on to the next lady. The next song had begun and other couples were now going onto the dance floor. Arden ran into his brothers from time to time. It was amusing to watch the ten year old dance with a mermaid just his age, but one much taller than him. Adrian seemed to be having a pleasant time. Arden even caught him dancing with the same mermaid three, maybe four times.

Arden danced with probably thirty mermaids that night and still found no success. They were all either too vain, too shy, too vivacious, too proper—and so on and so forth. He knew he was probably being too picky. But Father had said to pick one he liked—he didn't like any of them. The one that came closest was a mermaid named Geneva. She had black hair and blue eyes, she was poised and beautiful, she was polite, she smiled with kindness, and she expressed a fondness for travel. Arden got on with her the best.

Arden told himself it was only coincidence that she resembled the girl he'd rescued in the storm.

When he returned to his father's side, with a glum face, Triton regarded him sternly.

"I want you to announce one of them to be your future bride. Tonight."

Arden looked up at him. "What? T-tonight?"

"I said I wanted an heir within a year's time, how else do you expect it to happen?"

Arden knew he was right. He looked toward the crowd again, picking out that lady Geneva again. Yes, she was pretty. Kind. Graceful. Polite. Proper. Triton would like her, surely. And Arden was sure that with time, he would grow to like her as well. Arden looked back at his father and nodded. Triton signaled the musicians to stop and came forward to make an announcement.

"My good people of Atlantica. It gives me great pleasure to announce that tonight, my son—my firstborn, Arden—has chosen a bride."

Cue the gossiping whispers.

"Arden, if you will. Come forward and announce your bride to be."

Arden nodded and came forward to where his father was, who backed up to resume his original position. Arden cleared his throat. "The mermaid I have chosen tonight was chosen after much thought and deliberation. This lady is whom I feel to be the best fit for this kingdom as my wife and the future queen. It… pleases me to say that the lady whom I have chosen, is Lady Geneva of the Kattegat Strait."

Arden watched as everyone exploded in a raucous noise of excitement for the engagement, disappointment at the prospect of not being chosen, and satisfaction for the choice that Arden had made. Geneva came forward at that time, her skin slightly flushed and her golden tail shining under the light. She took his hand, and together they faced the crowd and bowed respectfully.

Arden decided to take Geneva on a stroll through the coral gardens as the ball began to dwindle down. Perhaps spending more time together would make them feel more comfortable with one another.

"How are you liking the castle, Geneva?"

"Very much, your highness. It's beautiful, and you've been a gracious host."

"In view of the circumstances, you could call me Arden." He gave her a light smile.

She smiled back. "I suppose so. Though forgive me, it may take a bit to get used to."

"Then I suppose you are forgiven."

They both chuckled softly.

They swam in silence for a few more minutes. Arden was gazing around the garden, his mind drifting. Out of the corner of his eye, though, he saw a glint of something metal caught in one of the coral structures. Something that looked… human made.

_That's curious,_ he thought to himself. _What is a human trinket doing in the palace gardens?_ He stepped closer and picked it up to get a better look at it. He almost dropped it when he realized what it was. _It's the necklace, the one that belongs to that human girl._

"What is it, my lord? Have you found something?" Geneva came up beside him, curiously gazing over his shoulder and trying to get a look at what he was holding.

Arden closed his fist around it quickly and hit it behind his back. He gave her a reassuring smile. "It's nothing, really. Just some toy that one of my brothers left here in the gardens." _How did it get here, of all places? Perhaps the waves from the storm caused the water to carry it such a long distance until it sank to this very spot. The chances of that are slim, but really, what other reason could there be? None. _He began to problem solve in his head. _What do I do with it? I should tell Adrian about this. _"I should return it to him."

"Yes, of course. Until we meet again, my lord." Geneva bowed before him, and Arden waved over one of the guards standing sentry.

"Could you escort the lady Geneva back to her carriage? I must be retiring."

"Of course, your highness. My lady, this way." The guard gestured for her to follow him, and Geneva looked back at Arden before nodding and following the guard out.

Arden didn't waste another second. He swam as fast as he could to find Adrian. He found him talking with some mermaid, casually flirting as he always did. Arden snatched his hand and, without stopping, dragged him out of the room.

"Hey, what are you doing?" Adrian complained. "That girl and I were really getting to know each other."

"I suspect you'll have time for that later. I have to show you something. Come with me."

Adrian sighed disdainfully, but didn't argue. Arden tugged him all the way to the cave at the surface, a place he'd discovered him going to and from before, but had never been inside. He took in all the shiny splendor strewn around the cave and was in complete shock. "Arden, what is all this?"

"Nevermind that. Look." He opened his fist and displayed the pendant.

Adrian looked. Then he sighed. "Okay. What's your point?"

"I have to tell you where I was last night. I didn't spend all night in here, after all."

"I suspected as much. Even you would get bored of hiding for so long." Adrian grinned.

"Be serious."

"Alright, alright. Tell me."

Arden took a deep breath before revealing it all—the ship, the girl, the storm, the rescue. He shoved the necklace closer to Adrian as he finished. "This isn't just something I discovered at the bottom of the ocean, or in some rubble of a sunken ship. This is that same pendant I saw her holding."

Adrian looked at him, eyes wide. "So, you mean…. The storm carried it here? All the way here?"

"It must have."

"Well, what are you going to do with it? Add it to your collection?"

Arden shook his head. "No. It's… I can't do that. It's not just some lost trinket. It's different when you actually know who it belongs to."

Adrian let out a sarcastic laugh. "So what are you going to do, return it?" When Arden didn't respond, Adrian looked at him nervously. "You know I was kidding, right?"

"That's the thing. Now that you've brought it up… It's what I want to do. I mean… What else _can_ I do?"

"Keep it! Do nothing! You can't interact with humans, you know that! It's illegal! Not to mention what Father will think when he discovers that his own son is willfully interacting with humans."

"She's been through a lot! It's the least I can do to return something so obviously precious to her!"

"Are you insane? Let me remind you again: she's a human! Father will be furious!"

"I don't care. I have to see her again."

Adrian stopped shouting. He looked at his older brother—really looked. "This… isn't just about the necklace… is it?"

Arden scoffed and turned away, trying to deny what he knew his brother was going to say next.

"No. Oh, please, Gods, no! Don't tell me you have _feelings_ for her."

"No! No, it… it's not that. I'm just… doing a kindness. That's all it is."

"Then toss the damn thing on the beach and let her find it. You don't have to make this big, unnecessary effort to break the most vital laws our kingdom has in order to be kind. This is ridiculous."

"You know what? I don't care. I'm going to find a way to see her again, and I'm going to return this to her, and that's it."

Adrian huffed, folding his arms across his chest. "Well, how are you going to see her, anyway? You've got a tail. You're going to need legs to walk on land. There's no possible way. Not unless by some magical instance you were granted such a gift."

Arden looked at his brother, an idea popping into his head. He began to smile, just as Adrian began to grimace. He looked horrified, unbelieving that he'd just given his own brother the most ridiculous, dangerous, and unwise idea.

"Uriel."

* * *

><p><strong>Yay, chapter 2 all done! Ooooo, next chapter's theme isn't hard to guess—it's evil sea warlock time! Yupp, Ursula is being made into a genderbent character as well. My reasoning for it, well, you'll see. ;)<strong>

**So in case anyone's wondering, the part where Estelle's remembering the night of the storm and she talks about being able to recall the events so vividly—it's a thing that happens in real life, too. Usually you'd think that she wouldn't since she was unconscious during most of it. But the events she did witness were vivid because something as freaky as a lightning strike can make everything else about the event really memorable—who you were with, what you were wearing, how cold it was, what it smelt like. And those memories can stay with you for a long time. Fun fact!**

**Again, please review! I'd love to hear what you all think of this story so far. Feel free to follow this story as well, I plan on updating it as often as I can—at least every other day.**

**Have a lovely day!**


	3. Chapter 3: Payment

**Good day to you all! **

**I got my first review yesterday! That makes me really happy. That might seem pretty insignificant, but it just made me all happy to hear from you, and got me ready to write again for you guys!**

**I really like looking at the traffic graph. It's cool to see people from so many different countries—like the Russian Federation, wow!—reading my work. I'm grateful to you all for reading.**

**I'm looking for a cover picture artist! If you're interested, I would be more than grateful. Feel free to PM me.**

**Anyway, here we go! Chapter 3!**

**I do not own Little Mermaid or its characters. They belong to Walt Disney Pictures and Walt Disney Feature Animation.**

* * *

><p>Chapter 3: Payment<p>

"Have you seen a boy—a young man, really—around here, that's never been here before? He's got blond hair and green eyes, he's pretty pale… No, I don't know his name… No, I can't tell much else about him… Well, he's kind of fit, I guess. Well-built… I know it's not a lot to go off of. No. Yes, of course. Thanks anyway."

Estelle spend the entire day walking through her small coastal village, asking about her mysterious rescuer. As the sun was setting, she began to realize she was exhausted, she hadn't eaten anything, and she hadn't gone home at all that day. Her shoulders slumped, she decided to give up on her escapades and walk back to her small house. It was nothing more than a dilapidated shack. The winters were rough, with the wood of the house slowly being eaten away by termites. The entire house was covered in a thin layer of dirt. It wasn't a healthy place to live. Estelle wished more than anything to leave the dreaded place, but she had nowhere else to go.

The biggest reason she wanted to leave was for her mother. She'd fallen ill recently, and living in the shack was worse for her health. When she had the chance, she would take her mother out on walks often, just so she could get the fresh air. Her health had gotten worse, though, and now she didn't have the strength to get out of bed, much less walk.

Estelle was the only person who could care for her mother. Her father died when she was very young, and she had no brothers or sisters.

Estelle walked inside, inspecting the state of the house since she had left, pleased that it looked better than she feared. She'd asked a friend to come check on her mother every day while she was away, make sure she was fed, and bathe her at least every three days or so. Estelle was pleasantly surprised when she discovered that the furniture was dusted and flat surfaces were clean. Things were orderly. Estelle was grateful.

She entered her mother's room and was greeted by her weak but cheery smile. "Estelle, my beautiful girl. You're back. Thank the heavens, when I heard that your ship sank on the way back from Copenhagen, I thought you were in trouble."

Estelle had left for Copenhagen to find a better job in order to provide for her sickly mother, maybe even save up enough money to move to another house. Her luck was limited, and she was only able to send back a little money before she had to come back home. She could hardly bear being away from her mother anyway.

Estelle smiled softly. "Well, that's another story entirely."

* * *

><p>"You were rescued?"<p>

"Yes, Mama. I don't know who he is, though, or what his name is. I've tried finding him, with no success." Estelle slumped, the issue still bothering her.

"Hey, take that frown off your face, dear. Don't despair. I'm sure that he'll come around. He didn't just disappear into the ocean, after all. I'm sure that he's just gone vastly unnoticed."

Estelle rolled her eyes. "You silly old lady."

Her mother pouted playfully. "I'm not that old. I'm only thirty-seven—my eggs are still kicking."

She giggled, and then looked at her mother fondly. "You look well, Mama."

"That nice lady down the street took good care of me while you were gone, didn't she? And I had faith that you would return to me soon. It kept me strong." Mama's smile never failed to warm her heart. Estelle reached for her hand and clasped it in between her own. She kissed her knuckles softly.

"I love you, Mama."

"I love you, too, my darling girl."

* * *

><p>"The sea warlock? No. You can't. You know the kind of reputation he has. It's dangerous." Adrian was beginning to panic.<p>

"Who else do you think is going to give me legs? You're right. I can't see her if I don't have them." Arden dove back under the water, exiting the cave. Adrian was right behind him.

"I'm begging you, Arden. Don't do this." Adrian tugged on his brother's arm, trying to halt him.

Arden pulled his arm gently from his grip and kept swimming. "I've already set my mind on it."

"Wait. What will Father think when he discovers you're missing? What am I supposed to tell him?"

"Anything. Or nothing. It doesn't matter—I'm not staying on land forever."

"You are going to be in so much trouble for this," Adrian grumbled, keeping close to his brother as Arden swam to the darker reaches of the ocean floor.

Arden tried not to let fear set in as they approached the lair of the sea warlock. Fish carcasses were strewn about everywhere. The water was colder. Much colder. The only light to be seen came from inside. The lair itself seemed to be made of a dead whale's skeleton, covered in overgrown debris. Inside was worse. As they trespassed further, the sound of haunting moans was heard, and grew louder and louder. Looking down at the ground, Arden nearly jumped out of his skin. Little creatures attached to the floor were clawing up at them, and seemed to be the source of the moaning. They looked withered and decaying, as if they were rotten pieces of seaweed come to life. Adrian actually cried out in fear. The both of them attempted to swim out of reach, but one snatched Adrian's tail. Arden pulled him out of reach of the creatures and the two of them looked at each other.

"Still want to do this?" Adrian asked.

"Yes," Arden replied after only a few seconds of hesitation.

"Who dares enter here?" A loud, booming voice echoed from within.

Arden took a deep breath and went further, Adrian cowering behind him.

Arden was not prepared for the sight before him. Upon a mound of carcasses sat a creature he had not seen before. This thing was no merman—its face was incredibly disfigured, with its eyes gouged out and scars all over the surface of the skin. The actual skin of his humanoid half was sagged and grey, bones very visible underneath. Its lower half was like that of a crab, with six long shelled legs, the coloring splotchy and black as night. In its hand it held a long staff, and before it was a large sphere. Within it Arden could see images that never settled. They twisted and turned, and the light from it hurt his eyes slightly at such a close proximity. The entire creature towered over them, much bigger than the two brothers combined.

"I'd ask why on earth two princes of Atlantica would visit this part of the ocean, but then, my visitors always have a reason, don't they?" it spoke, the sound crackling and deep.

"Are you Uriel, the sea warlock?" Arden asked after recovering from his slight fear and shock.

"I am."

"I'd heard rumors of the atrocity that was his appearance, but I didn't picture it being this grotesque," Adrian whispered quietly to his brother.

"I'm blind, not deaf, young merman."

Adrian made a sound of astonishment and hid slightly behind Arden. "Then how do you know that we're—

"Princes?" Uriel finished. The younger prince nodded, gulping. "I'm a warlock. I know when each creature in this ocean dies, and you're surprised I know who you are?"

Adrian was finished questioning.

Uriel stood from his throne of decay, the movement slow and creaky. He approached the two of them as he spoke. "What is it you ask of me?"

"Well, uh, it's not me that needs your help. It's my brother. He's uh, got this necklace…."

Arden pushed his brother's shoulder as if to say _I'm not a baby, I can speak for myself._ "I need to become human so I can return this trinket to a girl I rescued in a storm. Just for a little bit, though. Long enough for me to return it… I need to return to the ocean afterward."

"Hmm…" Uriel suddenly took hold of Arden's wrist and pricked his palm with a sharp fingernail. His tongue snaked out to lap up the drop of blood, and Arden made a sound of shock and disgust, pulling away and rubbing his wrist. Blood came away from the tiny wound in wisps, blending in with the salty ocean water. Uriel was still smacking his lips, his face deep in thought. After a moment, he spoke again. "Arden, son of Triton. You're next in line for the throne. You're engaged. But you're incredibly rebellious, disobeying your beloved father to go to the surface and spy on humans. You saved a human girl from drowning and ended up becoming infatuated with her in the process."

"What? How do you know all that? And hold on, I'm not _infatuated _with her—"

"Don't lie, boy. Not to me, and not to yourself. No merman in his right mind would go to a dangerous warlock to become human unless it were for something as influential as love. I've dealt with plenty of similar trysts in my time."

"Hang on, love is a bit of a stretch—"

"Not a believer in love at first sight, are you? That's fine, infatuation turns into love pretty quickly. It's certainly carried you this far."

"But I don't—"

"_Silence."_

Arden snapped his mouth shut.

"Now, here's what I propose. You'll get your legs, and you'll see the beautiful raven haired human girl. You'll return the necklace. But if you want the choice to return to the ocean, you have to get her to agree to marry you. You'll have a fortnight to do so. If you do not succeed, your soul belongs to me. No legs. No girl. Nothing."

"My soul?"

"It's part of your payment for my services."

"But… Okay, let's say that, theoretically, that I want to keep my legs. Then…"

"The effects will be permanent. You'll never be a merman again."

"So… If I become human, I'll never see my father or brothers again."

"That's right."

"And if I choose to become a merman again…"

"Then everything will go back to the way it was. It will be as if you never came here."

Arden thought for a moment. "So you want me to offer a proposal to a girl only to leave her?"

"From my understanding, you're doing just that right now. Aren't you already engaged, young prince?"

It was then that Arden understood. Uriel was gaining some sort of sick satisfaction from this. Arden would have to choose which heart to break, or suffer at the hands of the evil sea warlock. Was it worth the risk? All this for the return of a human trinket?

And yet…

"I'll do it."

"Arden, don't do this. Please." Adrian was at his side, pleading with him. His eyes were desperate.

"I…. I'll come back. Give my love to our family, though. I don't want to hurt any of you. But… I'm doing this."

"Very good," Uriel said. "Now, we'll need to discuss your form of payment."

"I thought my payment was my soul," Arden said.

"But what if you are to succeed? Then I'll get nothing. Anyway, I said before that your soul was only part of the payment. I need something from you in order to conduct the spell, so beginning payment is necessary."

"But… I have nothing. Nothing with me, anyway." Arden patted down his form, having nothing with him except the pendant.

"You fool, I don't want any vain trinkets. I want one thing from you. Your most desirable trait: _your voice._"

Arden touched his throat. "My voice? But how do I… Without my voice…"

"Surely you know how women work. You're an attractive young lad. Body language, acts of love. Actions speak louder than words, after all. You're smart—it won't be hard."

"I… Okay. Yes."

"Arden!" Adrian objected, the sound a hiss of panic.

"Place your pierced hand on the sphere, boy, if you choose this fate." Uriel loomed above him, seeming to stare into him even without eyes to see.

Arden turned toward the glowing orb. His still-bleeding hand hovered over it with hesitation, but just for a moment, before he slammed it down on the surface. The surface suddenly grew hot beneath his hand, and began to turn bright red. He pulled away, stunned at the reaction.

"It's done, then!" Uriel began to cackle and Arden suddenly got a sick feeling in the pit of his stomach. Adrian was shaking beside him. Uriel stood above the orb and began his incantation.

"_Beluga sevruga_

_Come winds of the Caspian Sea_

_Larengix glaucitis_

_Et max laryngitis_

_La voce to me!"_

The water swirled around them, the lights flickering in the orb.

"Now, sing!" Uriel bellowed.

Arden opened his mouth and sang out, his eyes trapped in the swirling vortex before him.

"_Keep singing!"_

After a moment, he felt like a fish on a hook, something caught in his throat being drawn out. He saw it before him—a glowing ball of light, the sound of his voice emanating from it. Arden opened his mouth and tried to speak, but nothing came out. His eyes widened as he looked at Arden, attempting to speak again. He could see the confirmation in Adrian's shocked eyes.

All of a sudden a black whirlpool caught him and pulled him into its clutches. Arden could feel sensations happening to his lower body, and he was overcome with a sensation he could only describe as numbing pain. He cried out against the feeling, but panic didn't set in until the ability to breathe underwater left him. The whirlpool released him and he caught sight of Adrian, who was looking at him with a flabbergasted expression. Arden tried to communicate with him his ultimate distress, and almost instantly Adrian had hold of him and led him out of the sea warlock's lair. Uriel's cackling laughter could be heard behind them, setting fear in both their hearts.

At the moment Arden thought his chest would explode from lack of air, they broke through the surface of the water, and he took his first breath as a human.

* * *

><p><strong>Soooo. What do you think of Uriel? I wanted him to be just plain scary and cruel. He's quite the piece of work, that guy.<strong>

**Thank you, thank you, **_**thank you**_** for your patronage! Until next we meet!**


	4. Chapter 4: This is Harder Than it Looks

**Sorry this one is a little later than I usually post. Work's a bitch.**

**More reviews are coming in! AND I got a favorite? Yay! **** Though I'm noticing that the website doesn't register them until a couple days later—I didn't see reviews from the 21****st**** until the 23****rd****. Is that how it usually works? I'm not sure—this is my first story.**

**Please review more! I really get a kick out of going on this journey with you guys—it's like we're fangirling over some book that we both enjoy, except I'm writing it!**

**Anyway, on to Chapter 4!**

**Disclaimer: I don't own Little Mermaid or its characters. They are owned by Walt Disney Pictures and Walt Disney Feature Animation.**

* * *

><p>Chapter 4: This is Harder Than it Looks<p>

Arden had literally never been so starved for air his entire life. He'd felt his vision go black and hazy, as if the light was dying around him. His head had swam with a nauseous feeling. His chest had hurt to the point that he almost opened his mouth to breathe in nothing but water in order to cure the burning in his lungs. When it had mattered most, though, Adrian had gotten him to the surface in time. Adrian helped him stay afloat as he focused on rejuvenating his lungs.

After Arden felt well enough to focus, his thoughts finally turned to the oddities that were his legs. Keeping afloat was difficult because he wasn't used to swimming with two separate appendages. He wiggled them uselessly in his attempt to swim, and Adrian ended up having to help him to shore. Once he reached the sand he laid down and closed his eyes, now breathing in and out for luxury. He'd always loved the feel of breathing air but now it felt exquisite. The sun shone bright above him, shining behind his eyelids, warming him in a way he wasn't used to feeling. It was… nice.

"Arden."

Arden sat up and looked at his younger brother, who was gazing back at him with skepticism.

"So this is what a human looks like? Kind of ugly. Your lower half is so weird looking. Tails are a lot prettier. I'm just saying."

Arden looked down at himself. It was different, that was for sure. He wasn't sure what the third appendage between his legs was for, but he'd figure it out. He mostly focused on his actual legs, which were pretty lean, but also muscular. His feet—wow, he actually had feet with five toes on each one! So many toes!—were the most peculiar thing about his new body. They were so small compared to the rest of himself—and he was supposed to be able to stand on them?

That's when he decided to try it.

He placed his palms down on the sand and pushed, trying to hoist himself up. He only made it on his feet for a couple seconds before wobbling erratically and falling back in the sand. He could hear Adrian laughing.

"I'm sorry," he said, chortling, "but that was ridiculous!"

Arden glared at him and tried again. And again. And again. Adrian's laughing only increased with each failed attempt. Arden huffed, still determined, and he pulled himself with his arms over to a washed up rescue boat—one like the few he'd seen the night of the storm—that had been tipped upwards and propped up against a large boulder by the storm. With it at this angle, it was tall enough so he could hold onto it while practicing. This helped marginally. It hurt to try in a way that was a little bit different—it was more from soreness than anything. His muscles were weak and tired out quickly, but he grit his teeth through it, only taking short breaks when absolutely necessary. It definitely took him a solid twenty minutes or so to stand without shaking. Then he practiced walking, gripping the sides of the boat as he placed one foot after the other.

Adrian stayed with him the entire time, a source of encouragement after it was clear that Arden was going to ignore whatever teasing was thrown his way. Adrian was beside himself, finding it hard to get used to seeing his older brother like this. He didn't understand how Arden could be so determined to be human, to act human, to appear as basically human as possible. He would never tell Arden, but he was angry with him, angry that he'd chosen such a lesser life over his own flesh and blood. His only motivation for helping his older brother was in the hopes that Arden would choose to come back as a merman and live with his family again.

"See? You're getting it. You'll be just like one of those mouth breathers in no time," Adrian said, his voice having a joking lilt.

Arden rolled his eyes at him, but smiled. Soon he felt ready to let go of the support and try it on his own. Surprisingly, he was doing pretty well, and looked up at Adrian with a triumphant smile, as if to say, _See? I told you!_

The sound of an animal barking followed by a human's voice startled the both of them, and Arden fell back into the sand. He looked at his brother, panicked, and Adrian began to sink back into the sea. "I can't be seen," he said. "You're on your own now."

In just a few seconds, he was gone, and Arden tried to get himself in order. He stood up shakily and made his way back to the boat, hiding behind it. He peered around it and saw in the distance a woman and some sort of furry creature running along beside her. His heart beat a little faster. Was it her? No. As she came closer, Arden saw that this one had different coloring, and was quite a bit older looking. He stayed behind the boat, gripping the edges. The animal ran in his direction, though, which scared him a little, for more reasons than one. He wasn't sure what kind of creature this was—if it was aggressive or not—and he was afraid of being caught.

The animal finally reached him, and it was breathing hard, its tongue hanging out of its mouth. Adrian stared at it, dumbfounded. He extended a hand out to it tentatively, and pulled away in surprise when it licked at his fingers.

"What are you doing, boy? What have you found?" The woman spoke, making Arden jump and attempt to hide himself further. The animal yapped and ran back towards the woman. Arden peaked around the edge of the boat and saw the woman stroking the animal's head, grinning. She then looked up at Arden and he froze in place, locked in her gaze. She was old, but not as old as he had originally thought. Her smile lines gave a sort of life to her aging face. Her auburn hair had heavy streaks of grey. She was covered from head to toe, something that didn't make much sense to him, given the heat.

"Hello, there," she said softly, stepping a bit closer. "Why are you hiding?"

Arden said nothing—obviously—and stayed in place.

"Well, come on, there's nothing to be afraid of. Felix here is as harmless as dogs get." The woman approached him and Arden tried to prevent her from doing so, waving his arms at her, which caused him to lose his balance and fall down. Again. "Oh!" She exclaimed. "Are you alright?" She appeared around the corner of the boat and looked down at him, his bare, trembling form. Arden mentally cursed at himself. Of course she'd be suspicious of him now—he couldn't even stand properly. He was surprised when she began to laugh.

"Well, no wonder you're hiding," she giggled. "You've got your willie and knackers showing!"

He gazed up at her in confusion.

She attempted to calm down, wiping a tear from her eye. "Well, I'm not one to judge a man on why he's bare as a newborn baby, but I suppose I can help you out with that." She untied one of the coverings she wore from around her shoulders and helped Arden up. She wrapped the object around his waist and tied it securely. "Now then, that's all better." She looked at him, at his wobbly knees, and raised an eyebrow at him. "You're awfully quiet, you know. And you're shakier than a tree caught in the wind."

Arden looked down shamefully, offering no explanation.

She tapped his chin, making him look back at her. "Look at me when I speak, young man. You have nothing to be ashamed of." She studied him further. "Can you speak at all?"

He shook his head.

"Have you ever been able to speak?"

He nodded at this vigorously.

"I see. Were you in some sort of accident, then? Is that why you can't stand too well, either?"

Arden hesitated. She seemed to believe that he was human enough, but he didn't understand exactly what she meant by 'accident'. It was probably his best alibi, though. He nodded.

"Well, then I guess you'd better come with me. I'll get you bathed and dressed, and we can figure out what to do with you together." She smiled and wrapped an arm around his waist, helping to support his weight. "I'm Bridget, by the way."

* * *

><p>"I knew those clothes would fit you. You're about my son's body type—at least the body type he was before he left to work elsewhere. He's grown since then."<p>

The clothes Bridget had put on him did fit him well, as she'd said. They were comfortable, and they kept him warm. She did give him a few weird looks when he didn't quite know how to put them on—the shirt had been the hardest; there were so many holes—but didn't comment, simply helping him when needed. Arden soaked up all the new information like a sponge, learning about what each article of clothing was called, learning about soap and bathing and the like, and hearing Bridget's stories about her experience in caretaking.

"I've been watching over this ill woman named Dorothea recently. She's a dear friend of mine, but the past year she's caught some sort of virus. She's fighting it well, though. Strong woman, that one. Her poor daughter—who had been caring for her previously—had to leave for a while, though, trying to find work in Copenhagen. She just got back recently. It warms my heart to see the two of them together again. They love each other dearly." This piqued Arden's interest. The storm had happened recently—maybe this girl was the girl he was looking for. He gestured for her to continue. She laughed. "You like that one, huh? Well, let's see. I was over at their house just this morning, and apparently that girl, Estelle, has been asking all around the village about some boy. She says she was rescued or something like that. Her ship sank, you know. She's lucky to be alive."

Arden tapped her shoulder rapidly, even more excited. This had to be the girl he was looking for. Everything fit.

"What, what? Don't tap me so much. I'm not that weak, but I'm still old."

Arden got up—he was getting pretty used to walking now—and reached for the necklace that he'd placed on the desk across the room for safekeeping while Bridget helped him bathe and get dressed. He went back to Bridget and showed it to her. Her brow creased, and she took it from him. She studied it closely. "What's this, boy? Did you find it somewhere?" He nodded, smiling, gesturing to it again. She rolled her eyes at his excitement and looked at it. Then she surprised Arden by opening it up, revealing an image inside. It was a picture of a woman with similar coloring and features to the girl he'd rescued—Estelle, he recalled. Bridget gasped. "Why, that's… that's Dorothea." She looked up at him. "Where on earth did you get this?"

Arden shrugged, the only response he could offer. He didn't know how to tell her, not that he'd tell her the truth anyway.

"I had no idea that Estelle had lost this. This locket is very dear to her. She's always wearing it."

Locket. That's what it was called. Some sort of necklace that you could open up and find pictures inside.

"Then that means… You must be that boy she's looking for. You rescued her, didn't you?"

He nodded. He pointed at himself to emphasize the point.

"You must have gotten injured somehow in the storm, then. It's the explanation that makes the most sense."

He shrugged, going along with what she was saying.

She smiled at him, raising an eyebrow. She took his hand and placed the locket back in it, closing his fingers around it. "Well, this should be returned to her. Would you like to come with me?"

He grinned widely, nodding again and again.

She laughed. "Well, don't look too excited."

* * *

><p>Adrian wasn't looking forward to going home. He was sure Triton had already sent out a search patrol for him and his brother. His father would be relieved to see Adrian, surely, but he was only one of two missing princes. Not to mention Triton would be furious after hearing what Adrian had to say. He had to tell the truth—it was all Adrian could do for now in hopes to get Arden back under the ocean surface.<p>

It didn't take long for word to spread as soon as Adrian passed through the castle gates. Twittering and whispers buzzed around the watery hydrosphere from merfolk in the area. A few guards immediately disappeared inside the castle, probably to inform King Triton of his son's return. He took his time making his way inside. The conversation he was about to have wasn't one he looked forward to.

Triton immediately went to Adrian when he entered the throne room and wrapped him in an embrace. "Son! I was so worried. Where did you go? Where is your brother, Arden?"

Adrian hugged him back for a moment, but then pulled away remorsefully. "Father, there's something I have to tell you. Something's happened."

Triton furrowed his brow. "What? What is it?" His face took on a panicked expression. "Is it about Arden? Where is he? Is he alright?"

"Don't worry. He's alive, he's safe. But… it's something bad." It all spilled out of him then, like a powerful wave in the water that no force can stop. "I'm sorry, Father. I'm sorry I couldn't stop him. I tried to tell him it was a horrible idea. He went to see the sea warlock. It was terrifying, Father. The creature, Uriel, was the most horrifying thing I've ever seen. He was cruel, and disgusting, and disturbing…"

Triton's face darkened as his son spoke. "Adrian. What. Did. He. Do?"

Adrian gulped. "He… He asked to be turned into a human."

Triton turned red with anger. "_What!?_ You mean to tell me that your brother is a human, that he's disappeared to live on the surface above?"

Adrian nodded, dropping his head. "Yes."

"_No!_" Triton roared, the sound deafening, shaking the pillars around them. "That foolish boy! If he doesn't die at the hands of those humans, I'll kill him myself! Of all the irresponsible, selfish things to do…"

"Can you change him back?" Adrian asked, still wary of his father's anger.

Triton wilted a little bit. "No, I can't. Uriel's dark magic is much powerful than anything I could ever conjure. I can't undo what's been done, no matter how much I want to. We're doomed. He's doomed."

"Father, wait. Listen. There are some conditions of the deal that Arden made with Uriel that could play to our advantage."

Triton looked up. "What?" He grabbed Adrian's arm and took him into the war room nearby. "You have to tell me everything that happened. Whatever information you have, you must divulge it. It could save Adrian's life. Uriel's tricks… Nothing good can come from making a deal with the sea devil."

* * *

><p>This was the third day in a row that Estelle had gone around asking about the boy from her vaguest memories. She was getting tired, and she was losing hope. Where in the world could he be? How could he have just disappeared? How could no one have seen him? That's when a dreadful thought entered her mind. What if he'd gotten hurt? What if he was dying, out there in the wilderness somewhere, with no access to help?<p>

She tried to drive the thought out of her head. She still could look in other places. Perhaps she'd check the beach later. She decided then to go shopping for things in the marketplace. Just simple necessities for her mother and herself—they didn't have much money, after all.

She'd just traded a few coins for a sack of flour when she was tapped on the shoulder. She turned and saw Bridget, her mother's caretaker and lifelong friend, and smiled. "Bridget, hello! How are you?" She hugged the older woman awkwardly, the sack of flour in her hands a heavy obstacle.

"I'm doing wonderful, dear. I've had the quite the day—you'd hardly believe it."

"Well, you always have interesting stories to tell," Estelle laughed as she pulled away.

"Ready for one more?" Bridget asked, a look of mischievousness on her face.

Estelle cocked her head. "Bridget, what is it? You only look like that when you're holding some coveted secret."

Bridget just looked at her smugly and turned. "Estelle, I'd like you to meet an acquaintance of mine."

Estelle looked where Bridget gestured and dropped the sack of flour where she stood as she looked into a pair of familiar sea green eyes.

It was him.

* * *

><p><strong>And scene!<strong>

**Sorry for the cliffhanger, but it's how I intended this chapter to go. I wanted to introduce Bridget properly. She's spunky, isn't she?**

**I'm so excited for next chapter. I bet you guys are, too. It's the chapter we're all looking forward to: Estelle and Arden finally together again.**

**Favorite, follow, and review!**


End file.
